



















































Abstract:	 This	 paper	 presents	 findings	 relating	 to	 the	 crucial	 role	 of	 textiles	 in	 the	 Emotional	 Fit	
(Townsend	 et	 al.	 2016)	 collaborative	 research	 project,	 which	 is	 investigating	 a	 person-centered,	
sustainable	 approach	 to	 fashion	 for	 an	 ageing	 demographic.	 Working	 with	 a	 group	 of	 Nottingham	
women	 (aged	 55+)	 the	 team	 have	 accrued	 and	 responded	 to	 data	 drawn	 from	 in-depth	 interviews,	
wardrobe	inventories	and	body	measurements,	to	develop	a	collection	of	co-designed	fashion	prototypes	
that	 aim	 to	 meet	 the	 physical	 and	 emotional	 needs	 of	 their	 participants.	 By	 integrating	 geometric	










established	 hierarchical	 fashion	 system	 (Busch	 2009)	 that	 often	 undervalues	 its	 consumers.	 Here,	 by	
contrast,	we	actively	explore	the	potential	customer’s	lived	experience	of	the	relationship	between	body,	
cloth	 and	 dress	 to	 inform	 a	more	 holistic	 fashion	 design	 philosophy.	 The	methodology	 challenges	 the	
generally	 accepted	 view	 of	 the	 textiles	 as	 subordinate	 to	 the	 practice	 of	 fashion,	 by	 documenting	
normally	 unspoken	 exchanges	 with	 the	 semantics	 of	 fabric	 through	 handling,	 manipulation,	 testing,	
printing,	toiling	and	constructing.	By	reflecting	on	the	aesthetics	of	cloth	in	relation	to	the	emotional	fit	







Emotional	 Fit	 is	 an	 ongoing,	 collaborative	 research	 project	 which	 is	 developing	 a	 new,	 more	 holistic	










interviews;	 initial	 toile	 development;	 printed	 textile	 and	 prototype	 design	 based	 on	 participants’	
engagement	 and	 feedback,	 leading	 to	 prototype	 development	 through	 integrating	 prints	 and	 garment	
shapes,	 and	 finally	 testing	 the	 resulting	 ‘in-between	 garments’	 through	 trying	 things	 on	 in	 a	 range	 of	
contexts.	While	 each	 researcher	 was	 nominally	 assigned	 a	 particular	 role	 at	 the	 outset	 of	 the	 project,	
based	 on	 their	 specialist	 knowledge	 and	 skills,	 as	 the	 project	 developed,	 sensibilities	 and	 practices	
overlapped.	 The	 roles	 of	 the	 researchers	 and	 participants	 also	 blurred,	 resulting	 in	 all	 involved	 being	
engaged	 in	 the	 co-designing	 of	 the	 final	 experimental	 collection	 of	 womenswear	 prototypes.	 The	














The	 following	 sections	 have	 been	 organised	 to	 convey	 the	 different	 stages	 of	 the	 project	 where	 the	
aesthetics	and	properties	of	cloth	were	particularly	important	in	relation	to	the	emotional	fit	of	clothing,	












In	 the	 first	 phase	 of	 the	 Emotional	 Fit	 study,	 a	 series	 of	 five	 in-depth,	 conversational	 interviews	 were	
conducted	 between	 June	 and	 July	 2015.	 The	 interviewees,	 all	women	openly	 interested	 in	 and	 actively	
engaging	with	clothing	and	fashion	(fig.	2),	were	selected	based	on	their	availability	and	interest	in	being	
interviewed	 they	 expressed.	 Each	 interview	 lasted	 between	 80	 and	 120	minutes;	 the	 participants	were	
interviewed	at	Nottingham	Trent	University	(UK).	A	set	of	open-ended	topics	for	discussion	included:	how	
the	 participants	 understood	 the	 concept	 of	 “fashion”	 and	 how	 they	 defined	 it;	 their	 past	 and	 present	
relationship	 with	 fashion,	 and	 how	 it	 has	 changed	 over	 time;	 their	 perfect	 fashion	 item;	 their	 least	
favourite	 fashion	 item;	and,	 their	clothing/	dressing/	wearing	practices	and	habits;	 furthermore,	each	of	
the	participant	brought	 to	 the	 interview	 their	 favourite	and	 less	 favourite	 clothing.	Prompts	and	probes	





















The	 interviews	 were	 analysed	 using	 techniques	 standard	 to	 Interpretative	 Phenomenological	 Analysis	
(IPA),	with	its	commitment	to	the	detailed	and	lengthy	examination	of	how	people	make	sense	of	their	life	
experiences	 (Smith	 et	 al.	 2009).	 Consequently,	 the	 outcomes	 included	 a	 series	 of	 thematic	 entities,	
describing	these	participants’	experiences	of	clothing	and	fashion	as	 they	grow	older.	 	Here,	we	present	






Firstly,	 the	 narratives	 of	 the	 five	 interviewed	 women	 provided	 multiple	 insights	 into	 their	 embodied	
experience	of	fashion,	clothing,	and	textiles.	Interestingly,	when	asked	about	their	personal	understanding	
of	the	term	‘fashion’,	all	of	the	participants	described	their	past	relations	with	clothing,	often	going	as	far	

































short	 stature	and	 related	clothing	 limitations,	discusses	her	 interest	 in	 fashion	as	being	closely	 linked	 to	
finding	clothes	that	suit	her	particular	figure:		
	























high	 shine,	 but	 there	was	 something,	 sheen	was	 just	 part	 of	 the	 quality	 -	 it	 was	 just	 fantastic	














transformation.	 While	 the	 potential	 of	 fashion	 and	 clothing	 design	 is	 especially	 potent	 in	 terms	 of	














a	 pair	 of	 trousers,	 via	 fabric	 selection	 and	 employing	 intelligent	 pattern	 cutting	 and	 construction,	 can	
conceal	or	expose	particular	body	parts,	providing	the	required	visual	transformation	of	body	shape:		




size	 ten,	 (…)	 I	want	 to	go,	 “oh,	 look,	 look	 (laughs)	 I’ve	got	 this	 shape	body”	while	 still	 trying	 to	
conceal	bits	of	it.	
	
Importantly,	 in	Barbara’s	utterance	the	comfort	she	finds	 from	wearing	this	particular	pair	of	 trousers	 is	
less	a	result	of	a	physical	comfort,	and	more	of	an	emotional	one	linked	to	how	others	perceive	and	read	
her	 transformed	 physique.	 In	 contrast	 to	 Barbara’s	 reflection,	 Elizabeth	 offers	 a	 different	 perspective,	






greens	embroidery.	 [My	husband]	said	oh	that’s	nice.	 I	 just	went	and	bought	 it	on	sight.	And	 in	
fact	I	was	told	their	colours	run	so	I	kind	of	soaked	it	in	salt.	Oh	I	loved	that	jacket.	I	would	wear	it	








method	 of	 wardrobe	 inventories	 that	 some	 of	 the	 elements,	 may	 it	 be	 a	 specific	 colour	 tone	 or	





but	also	offered	a	 contrasting	garment	 silhouette	 in	 terms	of	 fit	 and	drape	 (hang),	which	varied	greatly	
from	 the	 use	 of	 the	 same	 garment	 pattern	 block	 /	 design.	 The	 geometric	 approach	 to	 pattern	 cutting	
adopted	in	the	project,	responded	to	the	preferences	expressed	by	the	women	in	the	interviews	and	ad-









pattern	cut	on	 the	straight	grain	and	some	on	the	bias	grain,	 in	order	 to	 investigate	 the	 fit	and	hang	of	

























design	 construction,	 linings	 were	 avoided	 throughout	 the	 development	 stage	 and	 different	 weights	 of	
jersey	 were	 investigated.	 The	 heavier	 weights	 were	 found	 to	 be	 good	 for	 garments	 with	 less	 volume,	




























The	 geometric	 cutting	 approach	 also	 lends	 itself	 to	 sustainability,	 as	 most	 of	 the	 garments	 can	





The	 considerations	 of	 how	 the	 fabric	 informed	 different	 silhouettes	 resulted	 in	 a	 range	 of	 geometric	
pattern	 shapes	 that	 were	 realised	 in	 plain	 and	 printed	 qualities.	 This	 section	 discusses	 how	 bespoke	





and	 Zandra	 Rhodes	 were	 referred	 to	 by	 our	 participants	 throughout	 the	 project,	 in	 relation	 to	 their	





‘architectural,	 sculptural	 and	 crossover’	 or	 hybrid	 models	 (Townsend	 2004a/b).	 For	 example,	 Quant’s	





















the	 research	 team	aimed	to	develop	styles	 that	 facilitated	 ‘elegance,	comfort	and	openness’	and	where	
‘the	body	shapes	the	clothes	more	than	the	clothes	shape	the	body’	(Van	Essche	quoted	in	Aakko,	2016:	
187).	 At	 the	 start	 of	 the	 print	 design	 process,	 the	 team	 considered	 Townsend’s	 ‘simultaneous	 design	
method’	(SDM)	whereby	the	print	and	garment	were	originated	together	through	modelling	the	garment	







Firstly,	 the	 embodied	 fashion	 and	 textile	 knowledge	 of	 the	 women	 was	 considered	 in	 terms	 of	 their	
personal	narratives,	visual	and	tactile	choices,	how	they	wanted	garments	to	interact	with	their	bodies	and	
lifestyles.	 Following	 this,	 a	 series	 of	 fabric	 swatches	 (fig.	 5)	 were	 printed	 with	 imagery	 based	 on	
photographs	of	natural	phenomena	found	in	domestic,	urban	and	rural	environments,	as	identified	by	the	
women	as	familiar	contexts.	Drapery,	plants,	and	landscapes	acted	as	starting	points	for	initial	ideas,	inkjet-
printed	 using	 reactive	 dyes	 on	 different	 fabric	 qualities,	 including	 cotton,	 viscose,	 silk,	 wool,	 linen	 and	
jersey,	in	response	to	the	women’s	preference	for	‘natural	fibres’.	Individual	designs	were	transposed	on	at	
least	two	contrasting	substrates	to	produce	30	swatches	or	‘fabric	sketches’	for	the	participants	to	select	
from	alongside	 the	working	 toiles	produced	 for	 the	co-designing	phase	of	 the	project	 (fig.	5).	The	prints	
were	reviewed	by	the	participants	and	ranked	in	order	of	preference,	using	a	feedback	sheet	requiring	a	


























to	 ‘textile	memories’,	 triggered	 by	 the	 look	 and	 feel	 of	 the	 swatches,	 led	 to	 recollections	 of	 particular	





















3	 and	 4	 (fig.	 6)	 and	 the	 ‘trying	 on’	 phases	 of	 the	 project.	 Here,	 the	 speculative	 nature	 of	 the	 partially	
configured	 material	 concepts	 allowed	 for	 unexpected	 interventions	 and	 outcomes.	 For	 example,	 the	
geometric	toiles	and	swatches	were	handled	spontaneously	and	knowingly	by	the	participants,	in	a	similar	
unspoken	manner	as	when	someone	feels	garments	on	a	rail	before	taking	one	into	the	changing	room.	
The	 unfinished	 nature	 of	 the	 artefacts	 allowed	 for	 the	 participants	 to	 demonstrate	 their	 in-depth	
knowledge	of	fashion	and	fashioning,	enacting	a	kind	of	‘hacking’	as	described	by	Busch:		
	
[But]	 hacking	 can	 also	 be	 used	 to	mean	 the	 reclaiming	 of	 authorship	 (or	 co-authorship)	 of	 a	





2017)	 was	 reciprocated	 through	 personalization	 through	 folding,	 stretching	 and	 cutting	 to	 reduce	 or	
extend	the	silhouette	and	prints	being	compared,	handled	and	animated	to	mimic	and	assess	drape	and	
performance.	Here,	the	‘body	itself	became	an	essential	structure	in	crafting	the	form	of	the	textile	design’	
(Jeon,	2015,	p.	138).	 It	was	 this	demonstration	of	 the	participants’	 individual	expression	and	 ‘embodied	
fashion	knowledge’	 through	that	most	significantly	 influenced	the	ongoing	prototype	development,	how	





by	 engineering	 the	 scale,	 direction	 and	 placement	 of	 the	 imagery	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 square/	 triangular,	
circular	and	rectangular	2D	pattern	pieces	and	by	assessing	the	overall	3D	drape	of	the	silhouette.	Taking	
the	Triangle	Dress,	originally	cut	by	Sissons,	as	an	example:	a	striped	design	was	developed	and	printed	on	
fine	 wool	 (Tela	 Lana)	 based	 on	 a	 photograph	 of	 light	 permeating	 drapery.	 The	 Stripe	was	 adjusted	 (in	

















































Another	way	 in	which	 the	Stripe	design	was	manipulated	on	 the	body	was	 through	 the	cutting	process,	




sustainable	 cloth	 consumption	 while	 creating	 a	 garment	 with	 a	 unique	 aesthetic,	 was	 facilitated	 via	 a	

















The	Triangle	Dress	was	also	 fabricated	 in	an	Orchid	print	 (Pearl	Satin)	 that	was	manipulated	 in	 terms	of	

































be	abstract,	painterly,	 large-	scale,	with	no	decipherable	repeat.	Tie-dyed	and	plain	 linen	 in	red,	 ink	and	
white	was	cut	in	rectangular	oversized	pieces	to	utilise	‘the	whole	cloth’	and	allow	the	volume	to	envelope	





Interviewing	 and	 talking	 to	 the	women	 in	 the	 early	workshops	 about	 their	 likes	 and	dislikes,	 looking	 at	
‘favourite	garments’	and	hearing	about	their	fashion	histories	and	current	lifestyles,	informed	the	project	
on	 an	 aesthetic,	 technical,	 sustainable	 but	 ultimately	 an	 emotive	 level.	 It	 is	 the	 enactment	 of	 the	






co-creative	 research	 highlights	 the	 need	 for	 a	 new	 kind	 of	 participatory	 design	methodology	 that	 links	
more	closely	to	the	significance	of	performance	and	‘play’	with	the	materials	and	processes	of	fashion	and	













can	 lead	 to	 more	 expressive	 objects	 that	 more	 closely	 incorporate	 the	 values	 of	 ‘fashion-in	 between’,	
represented	by	independent,	artisanal	and	high	quality	design,	materials	and	craftsmanship	(Aakko	2016).	
The	methodology	developed	via	the	Emotional	Fit	project	(Townsend	et	al	2016)	highlights	the	significant	
role	 that	 collaborative	 engagement	 through	 a	more	 open	 source,	 less	 hierarchical	 fashion	 system	 that	
draws	 on	 the	 creative	 craftsmanship	 engendered	 by	 software	 related	 ‘hacking	 and	 networking’	models	
(Busch	2009).			
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